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Abstract  
Tears of the Phoenix: How  nurtur ing and support  becam e the ‘cure’ 
for  Further  Educat ion 
 
There is r ising concern that  the uncr it ical use of therapeut ic educat ional 
intervent ions such as circle t ime or personalised learning in educat ion is 
leading to a ‘dim inished self’ (Ecclestone, 2004;  2007)  -  indiv iduals who are 
disempowered and whose potent ial for agency is reduced by the well 
intent ioned but  uncr it ical discourse of fragilit y and the im plementat ion of 
pseudo- therapeut ic intervent ions in schools and colleges. 
 
Exist ing debates ident ify a broad range of formal intervent ions such as those 
ment ioned above, which m ight  be described as therapy based. More 
informally, this paper, which is contextualised within the emerging literature 
in this f ield,  (e.g Furedi, 2004;  Cigman, 2004;  Ecclestone 2004, 2007;  
Krist jansson, 2007)  explores how teacher educat ion, educat ion policy and 
popular belief interact  to generate and perpetuate an uncrit ical nurtur ing 
ethos amongst  educat ion professionals and considers its possible 
consequences for teachers and students. The paper draws on a range of 
qualitat ive data from an ongoing explorat ion of the changing ident it ies of 
part - t ime inservice t rainee teachers as well as from a recent  case study of 30 
level one students in two further educat ion colleges. 
 
The paper finds a well meaning, nurtur ing m indset  amongst  teaching staff, 
supported not  by research but  by received wisdom such as the value of 
personalised learning and a belief in the need to build self-esteem. I t  argues 
that  this m indset  cont r ibutes to the pervasive ethos of nurturing and 
dependence in Further Educat ion which forms the focus of this discussion. 
Further, it  suggests that  whilst  in concert  with current  government  rhetoric 
reflected not  only in official papers but  also in LLUK and OfSTED 
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requirements, this ethos is at  var iance with the students’ percept ions of 
themselves as agent  indiv iduals working towards ‘good’ qualif icat ions.  
 
The paper argues that  the origins of such a nurtur ing m indset  are two- fold, 
arising from the nature and purpose of teacher educat ion in the Lifelong 
Learning sector and also as a consequence of the uncrit ical acceptance of a 
discourse of fragilit y by government  and inst itut ions desperate to resolve 
perceived problems around issues such as retent ion and achievement . I t  
goes on to suggest  that  exist ing teacher educat ion program mes engender an 
uncrit ical ‘t ick box’ uncrit ical approach to the educat ion of teachers, in which 
there is no requirement  for t rainee teachers to be encouraged to quest ion 
contested concepts such as not ions around self esteem, but  where some 
contested concepts are required to be taught  as ‘fact ’. Further, this is 
compounded by government  and inst itut ional endorsement  of m ore formal 
‘therapeut ic’ init iat ives such as the use of learning styles quest ionnaires by 
integrat ing them into everyday pract ice as a mat ter of policy. I n this way, 
the paper argues, research informed pract ice becomes indiv isible from that  
based on assumpt ion and guesswork, engendering and perpetuat ing an 
uncrit ical m indset  am ongst  teachers, ult im ately leading to a denial of the 
potent ial for greater agency amongst  professionals as well as am ongst  
students.  
 
Despite the rhetoric suggest ing that  pseudo therapeut ic approaches will act  
in the same way as the tears of the Phoenix in respect  of perceived personal 
and inst itut ional diff icult ies, the paper concludes that  this is not  the case, and 
that  the uncr it ical, nurtur ing ethos underly ing many such init iat ives leads not  
to empowerment  but  instead to low expectat ions which are legit im ised in the 
context  of often m isunderstood not ions and (m is) interpretat ions of inclusion. 
Ult imately, this lim its the potent ial for agency and denies opportunit y, 
according with Ecclestone’s concept  of the dim inished self and raising ser ious 
quest ions about  the state of init ial teacher t raining in England, in that  such 
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approaches are apparent ly taught , accepted and implemented as fact  in all 
parts of the educat ion system. 
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I nt roduct ion 
There is r ising concern that  the uncr it ical use of therapeut ic educat ional 
intervent ions such as circle t ime or personalised learning in educat ion is 
leading to a ‘dim inished self’ (Ecclestone, 2004, 2007)  -  indiv iduals who are 
disempowered and whose potent ial for agency is reduced by the well 
intent ioned but  uncr it ical discourse of fragilit y and the im plementat ion of 
pseudo- therapeut ic intervent ions in schools and colleges. 
 
A broad range of init iat ives which m ight  be described as therapeut ic in nature 
are used in further educat ion colleges on a daily basis. These include 
init iat ives such as personalised learning, and ‘services’ such as counselling 
which are rout inely available to students in the sector. Other pract ices, such 
as the focus on improving self –esteem have become embedded throughout  
the sector, leading Kr ist jansson to observe somewhat  wryly that  ‘Self esteem 
has been touted as the Balm  of Gilead in some psychological and educat ional 
circles for quite a while’ (2007:  247) . 
 
Placed within a framework of the emerging literature in this area, this paper 
explores the use of such init iat ives in the context  of I nit ial Teacher 
Educat ion, teaching and learning pract ices in the sector and FE educat ion 
policy and considers the implicat ions of their impact  on the learners who are 
the unwit t ing recipients of these init iat ives, beliefs and pract ices. 
 
Context  and Methods  
This paper draws on data from two studies. The first  of these was a case 
study explor ing the aspirat ions and learning ident it ies of 3 groups of 16-19 
level 1 students in two further educat ion colleges (St . Dunstan’s and 
Woodlands) . This took place dur ing the 2004/ 2005 academic year and 32 
young people part icipated. 12 teachers were interviewed and four classroom 
observat ions undertaken as part  of this study and it  is these data which has 
 5 
DRAFT PAPER 
Please do not cite without permission. 
been used for this paper. All these teachers held, or were working towards, 
PGCE/ Cert . Ed qualif icat ions.  
 
Secondly, data have also been used from an ongoing explorat ion of t rainee 
teachers and mentors ident it ies and percept ions of their roles. For this paper, 
data have been used from 6 t rainee teachers and this was drawn from 
classroom observat ions and an analysis of assessed writ ten work on 
‘Management  of Learning’, subm it ted in December 2007. The t rainees were 
all in their f inal year of t raining dur ing 2007/ 2008, worked at  3 different  
colleges in the Midlands and all successfully achieved their PGCE/ Cert . Ed at  
the end of the academic year. Five taught  vocat ional subjects and one 
Literacy and GCSE English. All taught  14-19 learners. 
 
As 17/ 18 of the teachers were working on 14-19 vocat ional programmes 
most  of the young people they taught  were enrolled on vocat ional educat ion 
programmes. These ranged from level 1 to level 3 and covered a range of 
subjects including Health and Social Care, Art  and Design, I T and 
Hort iculture.  
 
Deficit  Models and Dependence 
I t  is self evident  that  a therapeut ic ethos amongst  teachers will have most  
impact  on their students. I n the context  of this paper, the students 
concerned were all enrolled on 14-19 programmes in colleges of further 
educat ion and most  of them were undertaking some form  of vocat ional 
educat ion and t raining. Those young people entering further educat ion tend 
to be 14-16 year olds pursuing an alternat ive (vocat ional)  curr iculum , or 
school leavers with few or no qualif icat ions. Such young people are deemed 
to be ‘at  r isk’ ( see Ecclestone and Hayes 2000: 66)  and as such, f it  within the 
deficit  models descr ibed by Major (1990: 23) ;  Colley (2003: 4)  Ecclestone 
(2004; 2007)  and Ecclestone and Hayes (2008)  in the context  of policy and 
provision for socially excluded young people. A discourse of fragilit y, using 
terms such as ‘disadvantaged’, ‘disaffected’ and ‘low achieving’ is used to 
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describe this group of learners who are then perceived to need ‘support ’ to 
overcome these  diff icult ies. Thus, within colleges of further educat ion there 
exists a whole range of support  services to address students’ perceived 
needs, whether these are educat ional,  behavioural, social or em ot ional.  
 
This is of part icular concern given that  such learners are significant ly 
‘Othered’ by academics and society at  large. Fine et  al (2000: 117)  argue that  
our const ruct ions of the ‘other’ ‘however seemingly benevolent  and benign’ 
must  inevitably influence our percept ions and interpretat ions. I n the case of 
these students, the representat ion of them tends to form  two personas. The 
first  of these is the disaffected, disrupt ive, uneducable youth, reflected in the 
type of discourse argued by Colley (2003: 28)  to pathologise those at  r isk of 
social exclusion and the second is the representat ion of these young people 
as passive, needy vict ims of circumstance, a therapeut ic percept ion argued 
by Ecclestone (2004)  to dim inish the self and erode indiv idual autonomy.  
 
Ecclestone’s argument  is supported by ear lier work in which Minogue 
(1998: 258)  argues that  a person defined in terms of need must  necessarily 
be const rued within a deficit  model and is thus unable to part icipate in 
‘reciprocal human t ransact ions’. He goes on to argue that  this is recognised 
by Social Just ice theorists and obscured by the use of the concept  of ‘r ight ’ 
which is then extended to universal r ight . This, he suggests, reduces the 
whole populat ion to a form  of dependence on the state. Thus, he concludes, 
‘r ights are a Greek gift ’ because they are, in fact , ‘an inst rument  of 
subject ion’.  
 
These are important  arguments within a broader social j ust ice context . 
Specifically in terms of educat ion however, there are correlat ions between 
Minogue’s concept  of dependence on the state, and Ecclestone and Hayes’s 
(2008:  v iii/ ix)  not ion of a r ising therapeut ic culture in educat ion. The book 
develops Ecclestone’s earlier (2004)  not ion of the ‘dim inished self’ in which 
educat ional ‘failure’ is perceived to endow a form  of emot ional t rauma or 
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need, rather than being regarded socially and polit ically as ‘outcomes of an 
educat ion system that  uses assessment  to rank and segregate people for 
unequal opportunit ies’.  Such a state of dim inished self may be reflect ive of a 
wider social move towards a therapeut ic culture which seeks to exercise 
social cont rol by ‘cult ivat ing a sense of vulnerability, powerlessness and 
dependence’ (Furedi 2004: 203) . 
 
Furedi goes on to suggest  that  this ‘dim inished self’ would be less able to 
exercise the ‘cit izens’ powers of pract ical reason and thought  in form ing, 
revising and rat ionally pursuing their concept ion of the good’ and hence 
would be less likely to achieve a more just  society ( I bid:  203/ 4) . Such 
cit izens would also be less able to engage in the dialogical process which 
Griff iths (2003)  argues is essent ial within a society which claims to be 
working towards a state of social j ust ice and which Rawls (1999)  assumes all 
have the capacity to engage in, ult imately leading to an even m ore 
inequitable state of society. Minogue (1998: 265)  has argued that  only a 
‘completely de-moralised and therapeut ic concept ion of human life’ can arise 
from t reat ing people as creatures with needs to be managed and foresees a 
percept ion that  life should be nothing more than a series of pleasant  
experiences. He uses this to argue against  the concept  of social j ust ice which 
he regards as ‘a react ionary project  for a managed society’. However, 
Ecclestone perceives arguments for social j ust ice to be a const ruct ive 
response to the effects of this therapeut ic ethos arguing that  ‘Demoralised 
humanism  is therefore one of the most  pressing problems facing educators 
and policy makers commit ted to social j ust ice and the t ransform ing potent ial 
of educat ion’ (2004: 133) . 
 
Staff Percept ions, Student  Support  
Many of the behaviours of many of the young people taught  by the teachers 
in this study m ight  have been described as ‘disaffected’, both in the 
classroom and in their social act iv ity. However, the percept ion amongst  the 
staff teaching them was that  they were ‘needy’ students who required a high 
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level of nurtur ing and support , an approach consistent  with the ‘therapy 
culture’ described by Furedi (2004)  in which marginalised and disaffected 
young people are regarded as vulnerable and in need of support . Strategies 
to address these perceived problems include init iat ives such as the use of 
learning styles (heavily cr it icised by Coffield et  al, 2004)  or more recent ly, 
personalised learning, a policy const ruct  propounded by New Labour (e.g. 
see DfES 2005; 2006;  Miliband 2006)  as a panacea for social ills across 
health, educat ion and other parts of the welfare state. Based on no research 
(Ecclestone, 2007: 462)  but  now widely im plemented across the further 
educat ion sector the init iat ive has been cr it icised by, amongst  others Smith 
(2006:  51/ 52)  who has argued that  it  is based on the assumpt ion that  ‘the 
individual’s fragile self esteem may not  survive a homework assignment  that  
is too demanding…’.  
 
I n addit ion to init iat ives such as these, formal ’support ’ mechanisms used by 
the teachers in this study included college counsellors and local init iat ives 
such as engagement  mentoring sim ilar to that  described by Colley (2003) .  
Perhaps more significant  was the evidence of a more informal ‘nurtur ing’ 
approach as part  of a staff team or inst itut ional ethos.  This was most  
apparent  as part  of the overall ethos of a staff team responsible for Health 
and Social Care (HSC)  groups in the Level 1 study. The very high level of 
nurtur ing observed in this group was could be ascribed to staff backgrounds 
in that  all members of the HSC team had originally t rained in the caring 
professions, predominant ly in nursing. Whilst  the HSC team demonst rated 
the highest  levels of nurtur ing behaviour, this approach was evident  in the 
other teams who part icipated in the level 1 study and amongst  5/ 6 of the 
teacher t rainees, possibly reflect ing the ‘ethos of care’ which Ecclestone and 
Hayes (2008: 85)  argue is ‘integral to the values and purposes of all FE 
colleges’. 
 
This therapeut ic, nurturing ethos was reflected in act ions observed dur ing 
classroom observat ions such as making over-posit ive, ipsat ive j udgements 
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on students’ work (e.g. ‘excellent  work’ based on three lines of writ ing done 
over three hours) , enabling two students to leave the class because one 
wanted to speak to the student  support  officer and needed ‘support ’ from her 
fr iend, and tolerat ing (and somet imes part icipat ing in)  social behaviours 
unrelated to learning. This was in addit ion to the discourse used by the 
teachers in this study which also emphasised such an ethos. Sue (HSC 
lecturer;  St . Dunstan’s)  described indiv idual students as ‘matur ing as a 
person’ and considered that  the students’ social backgrounds were significant  
in their  perceived disaffect ion and low achievement :  
 
A student  that  probably hasn’t  achieved at  school, var ious 
reasons, some have the ability but  maybe they haven’t  liked 
the teacher or the subject , a lot  of other pulls on them from 
studying, personal issues, demands at  home, some t imes not  
having a stable home, two adults and two children, that  sort  of 
background. 
 
She went  on to explain how personal problems have a high pr ior it y in her 
class:   
 
I  think I  need to know them as people, and they br ing an awful lot  
of their issues and problems with them and I  need to be aware of 
that , shar ing a lot , they come in and they are talk ing about  clothes 
and what  they brought  somebody and they are showing me, I  
think I  have to show an interest  in that  before I  can move on with 
a lesson 
 
Sim ilar ly, Mar ia (Teacher Trainee)  emphasised a nurtur ing approach in her 
assignment :   
 
There are many aspects of [ Maslow’s]  pyram id which an effect ive 
tutor would wish to include which will enhance their approach, such 
as ensuring that  students are warm and safe, form  good 
relat ionships with the group and tutor and achieve 
 
Significant ly, this seems to suggest  that  to achieves of least  importance, 
or possibly, that  achievement  is dependent  on being safe, warm and 
happy. More important ly, in the tutor taking responsibility for this, 
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deficit  on the part  of the students is inferred in that  they are unable to 
ensure that  they are warm, safe and happy independent ly.  
 
All 12 teachers involved in the Level 1 study defined their students in deficit  
terms of need. For example, Andy (Woodlands)  described the students as 
‘low in confidence’ whilst  Claire and Anne (Woodlands)  considered that  they 
had ‘low self-esteem and no social skills’,  result ing in a perceived need for 
‘more…pastoral care. I t  is a different  k ind of pastoral care’. 
 
I an (Woodlands)  considered that  the students benefited from ‘a person 
cent red approach’ and Alan (St . Dunstan’s)  that  it  was in the students’ 
interests to at tend college rather than to find work, not  for educat ional 
reasons but  because ‘you can’t  take all your personal baggage into work’. 
 
Paul (St . Dunstan’s)  believed that  m any of the students’ problems were 
at t r ibutable to undiagnosed learning diff icult ies that  could have been 
avoided had their schools intervened earlier:  
 
Because I  think maybe there have been issues at  school where 
they've not  been correct ly diagnosed with a learning diff iculty and 
it 's j ust  been assumed that  the student 's either disrupt ive or 
they're m isbehaving so they've been left  in the system  
 
He also considered that  of the 13 students in his group, only 25%  were likely 
to progress in college.  
 
These comments accorded with a tendency amongst  teacher t rainees to 
pathologise the perceived needs and problems of their  students. Of the six 
teacher t rainees only one did not  define students in deficit  terms of need and 
this was Derek, an atypical t rainee who was pursuing a second career after 
17 years in the m ilitary and who used behavioural techniques ( to great  
effect ! )  to address an ident if ied classroom management  problem . Other 
t rainees discussed students of their own in the context  of a range of 
condit ions, the most  common of which were Dyspraxia, Dyslexia and 
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Asperger’s Syndrome (always referred to simply as ‘Asperger’s’)  and the 
vaguer, but  none the less deficient  issues, needs and self-  esteem. 
 
There was a tendency for t rainee teachers to ‘diagnose’ students. Trevor, for 
example, described his student  thus:  ‘he is Asperger’s and has ODD’. On 
enquiry, Trevor had based this ‘diagnosis’ on the inservice t raining and 
personal reading he had undertaken on Asperger’s syndrome, and on 
informat ion he had sourced from a website (see www.psychnet -
uk.com/ dsm_iv/ opposit ional_defient_disorder .htm)  about  ODD which 
turned out  to be ‘opposit ional defiant  disorder’. To the best  of Trevor’s 
knowledge, his own student  had never received a medical/ psychiat r ic or 
psychological diagnosis. Trevor was not  unusual in this – even those t rainees 
who had not  come up with their own ‘diagnosis’ had labelled their own 
students based on hearsay or unsubstant iated reports from student  support  
staff.  
 
Whilst  these diagnoses and labels appeared to made with the intent ion of 
‘support ing’ the young people they may, none- the- less be perceived as part  
of a growing therapeut ic ethos within educat ion and society at  large in which 
issues such as perceived failures or disaffect ion are excused on the basis of a 
broad range of medicalised terms such as low self esteem, t rauma or 
depression (Slee 1997;  Furedi, 2004;  Ecclestone and Hayes, 2008) . This also 
has two concomitant  effects. First ly, it  rem oves any responsibilit y from the 
indiv idual by pathologising a perceived problem or behaviour and secondly, it  
confers part icular characterist ics ( inevitably deficit  characterist ics)  on an 
indiv idual and once young people are stereotyped into a passive, submissive 
role of this nature, it  becomes easier to accept  it  than to challenge or change 
it  and resist  ‘the oppression of apparent  k indness’ (Corbet t  1990: 3) . The 
consequences of pathologising people in this way can only result  in 
indiv iduals who lead dim inished lives lacking in personal autonomy. Further, 
it  creates a significant  imbalance in the power different ial between the tutor 
and student , where the tutors posit ion as teacher automat ically confers the 
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r ight  to pathologise indiv iduals ,  a form  of ‘support ’ which can only be the 
inst rument  of subject ion described by Minogue (1998) .  
 
Nurtur ing and the Needy 
Therapeut ic discourse defining young people as needy, disaffected or 
marginalised uses a deficit  model which allows both state and society to 
problemat ise them as in need of help, rather than acknowledging the 
st ructural inequality within the educat ion system which resulted in them 
being so labelled in the first  place.  Those who are labelled ear ly within a 
deficit  model such as disadvantaged, disengaged and disaffected are more 
likely to receive ‘support ’ from a superficially sympathet ic state, and hence 
increase the sense of reliance and the social acceptability of dependency to 
the extent  of pathologising certain behaviours within a medical discourse 
(Slee, 1997: 181;  Ecclestone and Hayes, 2008: 7/ 11) . Within such a model, 
young people are encouraged to see themselves as vict ims, and thus their 
agency, as the personal autonomy and mot ivat ion to change their  situat ion, 
is reduced st ill further. The acceptance of a low status vict im  role rejects the 
agency of indiv idual accountability and autonomy and the young person 
fulf ils the role of a v ict im  requir ing help;  consequent ly there is no basis for 
respect  for that  indiv idual (Minogue, 1998:  258;  Ecclestone, 2004: 128) . I t  
may also be argued that  this cont r ibutes to the lower value placed on young 
people on vocat ional educat ion programmes in comparison to others who are 
perceived to be independent , high achieving and lacking in vulnerability.   
 
I t  has been suggested that  such superficial empathy and concern for low 
status groups can rapidly become moralist ic and judgemental,  as the 
disaffected and disadvantaged are port rayed and perceived as ‘other’ 
(Ecclestone, 2002: 26;  Colley, 2003: 118)  and although some aspects of 
disaffect ion may be seen as legit imate resistance on the part  of the young 
person (Corbet t , 1990: 2;  Colley, 2003: 77/ 101)  they are more usually 
associated with a deficit  model discourse associated with more negat ive 
societal percept ions of ‘disaffected’ behaviour.  
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This is a mat ter for concern, since the evidence from this study suggests that  
within the field of vocat ional educat ion teaching staff work from a posit ion in 
which students are considered to have low self esteem as a result  of the 
economic, social and educat ional diff icult ies they are perceived to have 
experienced. This humanist ic stand-point  also problemat ises vocat ional 
educat ion students and generates a ‘therapeut ic’ approach and m ind-set  
which is concerned with raising self esteem as a way of resolv ing social 
problems. I t  also raises the possibility that ,  consistent  with the arguments 
cited above, these teachers run the r isk of developing a moralist ic and 
judgmental v iew of their students, who were port rayed as ‘other’ in 
interviews and assessed work. Further, there is a moral and philosophical 
quest ion around the use of not ions of self esteem raised by Kr ist jansson 
(2007)  who cites Cigman’s (2004)  argument  that  a therapeut ic concept  of 
self esteem connects two assumpt ions – that  some psychological problems 
are connected to self esteem and that  they will benefit  from therapeut ic 
intervent ion. He goes on to quest ion whether such concept ions are logically 
and morally acceptable. 
 
A focus on improving self esteem did however, mean that  staff/ student  
relat ionships were superficially posit ive and this appears to be a factor in 
college being perceived as ‘bet ter than school’ and in the words of one 
foundat ion GNVQ student :  ‘it ’s about  being t reated with respect ’. On its own, 
however, this is a sim plist ic explanat ion and posit ive relat ionships are 
probably the products not  only of a nurtur ing approach considered by 
learners to confer respect  but  also to ‘changing disposit ions to learning’ as 
mot ivat ion is influenced by t ransit ion (Ecclestone 2002: 128/ 129) . A nurtur ing 
approach and the incremental indiv idual achievement  of low level academ ic 
skills will not ,  of them selves, offer the tools for young people to achieve their 
aspirat ions but  rather, excessive nurtur ing will result  in a belief on the part  of 
the young person that  they can achieve anything without  quest ioning how 
they will accomplish it , and in a form  of dependence on those teaching staff 
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offering support . The result  of this is that  challenging aspirat ions (which 
m ight  be argued to include any extended t ransit ion)  are not  achieved, and 
the focus of at tent ion becomes the indiv idual, rather than the st ructural 
forces which are const raining them. This is consistent  with Ecclestone’s 
(2004: 118)  argument  that  present ing failure as emot ionally dam aging results 
in a belief that  the disaffected and marginalised cannot  cope without  support , 
in a shift  of at tent ion from inequalit ies in the st ructure of the educat ion 
system to a focus on people’s feelings about  it  and to lower aspirat ions where 
these are challenging or r isky.  
 
Despite the percept ions of the students as being ‘needy’ and ‘having issues’, 
all the young people who part icipated in the study had high aspirat ions, most  
wishing to move on to technical or professional work roles. Although teaching 
staff described the programme as a ‘stepping stone’ or as ‘meet ing needs’ 
but  apparent ly placed no educat ional value on it , students wanted a ‘good 
qualif icat ion’ (which they conflated with a recognised or fam iliar brand of 
qualif icat ion) . All believed that  achieving a ‘good’ qualif icat ion would enable 
them to achieve their aspirat ions. This opt im ism , which was apparent  at  the 
beginning of their programme, did not  last ,  and many withdrew, reinforcing 
staff percept ions that  they were vulnerable and unable to cope. However, 
most  of these students already had connect ions with the wor ld of work 
through fam ily members or their own part  t ime employment , and they used 
this to m ake a t ransit ion to work, albeit  low pay, low skill work. For most , 
this was a considered decision when faced with a choice between an 
extended t ransit ion with an unknown outcome and the imperat ive to earn 
money. Such pragmat ic decisions, together with the high aspirat ions 
harboured by these young people and their  ability to engage with the world 
of work, was inconsistent  with their tutors percept ions of them as being 
needy and vulnerable, part icular ly that  expressed by Paul who considered 
that  75%  of his group would not  progress in college and that  all ‘will need 
further support  and if they don't  get  it  in college they will need it  in the 
community’.  
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Teacher Educat ion 
The data referred to in this paper are indicat ive of a well meaning, nurtur ing 
m indset  amongst  teaching staff who clear ly care deeply about  the students 
they teach, and are consistent  with the findings of an ear lier study (Wallace 
and Atkins 2006)  which found that  the mentors of t rainee teachers regarded 
their role as pr imar ily one of nurturing, rather than coaching or assessing. 
This m indset  is not  necessarily grounded in theoret ical understanding but  
rather in received wisdom. This is evident  not  only from the data presented 
here, but  was made very clear dur ing a tutorial session involving the teacher 
t rainees, in which I  challenged their pract ice in the use of techniques such as 
learning styles quest ionnaires and personalised learning approaches as well 
as beliefs such as the value of improving students’ self esteem. These 
pract ices were not  quest ioned by the t rainees, but  on the cont rary just if ied 
on the basis that  it  was college policy, OfSTED expected it  and the Consultant  
who had come in to do inservice t raining said it  was a good thing, suggest ing 
that  their belief in such pract ices is compounded by government  and 
inst itut ional endorsement  of more formal ‘therapeut ic’ init iat ives such as the 
use of personalised learning by integrat ing them into everyday pract ice as a 
mat ter of policy. Such endorsement  can make it  diff icult  to contest  t rainees’ 
beliefs;  for example, one local college at  which a number of these teachers 
were employed has a sect ion for students learning styles on its corporate 
lesson plan, and all are embracing personalised learning with enthusiasm. 
 
Moreover, the LLUK standards for teacher educat ion have no requirement  for 
teachers to be fam iliar with research and are, anyway, now reduced to a 
system of box- t icking in the form  of the SVUK ‘Units of Assessment ’ which 
must  form  the basis of all endorsed I TT programmes. Together with the 
nurtur ing ethos which exists in the sector, such an approach can only lead to 
the staff force within the sector being unquest ioning, compliant  and 
uncrit ically accept ing of the discourse of fragility used by government  and 
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inst itut ions desperate to resolve perceived problems around issues such as 
retent ion and achievement . 
 
Therapeut ic approaches such as personalised learning and ‘support ing’ 
students with ‘issues’ such as ‘low self-esteem ’ may be  in concert  with 
current  government  rhetoric as reflected in official papers and also in LLUK 
and OfSTED requirem ents, but  this ethos is at  var iance with students’ 
percept ions of themselves as agent  indiv iduals working towards ‘good’ 
qualif icat ions, a tension which deserves fur ther explorat ion. I n addit ion, the 
uncrit ical acceptance and implementat ion of therapeut ic approaches within 
the sector has led to a posit ion where research informed pract ice has become 
indivisible from that  based on assumpt ion and guesswork, engendering and 
perpetuat ing an uncr it ical m indset  amongst  teachers, ult im ately leading to a 
denial of the potent ial for greater agency amongst  professionals as well as 
amongst  students.  
 
Conclusion 
I n conclusion, this paper raises three key issues. First ly, there are part icular 
concerns about  the nature of init ial and ongoing teacher t raining, not  
necessarily in the sense that  all the teachers who cont r ibuted to this 
advocated a therapeut ic ethos in educat ion, but  in the sense that  the 
pract ices associated with this were accepted in such an unquest ioning and 
uncrit ical manner. As a corollary to this, these same teachers perceive 
themselves to be deficient  if they do not  ‘succeed’ with a part icular ly diff icult  
student  – i.e fail to cont rol behaviour etc. I f knowledge and educat ion are to 
have any meaning and value in themselves, there is, surely, an imperat ive to 
produce teachers who are able to quest ion and crit icise the systems and 
st ructures in which they operate. An inabilit y to do this can only reinforce the 
meaningless nature of much vocat ional educat ion which I  have cr it icised 
elsewhere (e.g. see Atkins, 2007) .  
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There is no doubt  that  these teachers did work with some students who had 
diff icult  histor ies and psychological problem s. I n a (mainst ream)  group of 12, 
Michael (Teacher Trainee)  reported having 1 student  with dyspraxia, 1 with 
dyslexia, 1 with Aspergers Syndrome and 1 with Prader-Willi syndrome as 
well as 2 refugees for whom English was a second language. This was not  
unusual and raises a second quest ion about  the purpose of further educat ion. 
Data such as those above suggest  that , therapeut ic ethos apart ,  the further 
educat ion system is providing a social service rather than educat ion in any 
meaningful sense raising serious quest ions about  the role of the FE teacher 
and what  the extent  of their  responsibilit ies should be. 
 
Secondly, the young people who cont r ibuted data for this paper clear ly 
regarded themselves as agent  indiv iduals in cont rol of their own dest iny. 
There was a tension between this and the teachers’ percept ion of them as 
needy indiv iduals requir ing help and support . This raises an interest ing 
quest ion:  do the students’ percept ions of themselves as agent  beings ar ise 
because of or in spite of the therapeut ic and nurtur ing approach to educat ion 
adopted in the FE sector? 
 
Thirdly, the paper raises issues around the uninformed ‘diagnosing’ labelling 
and thus st igmat isat ion of people under the guise of ‘support ’ which 
stereotypes indiv iduals into passive ‘v ict im ’ persona who are ‘othered’, and 
ult imately judged and disempowered by an educat ional system which should 
be empowering and providing opportunit ies. 
 
The concept  of therapeut ic educat ion is content ious and this is reflected in 
the number of statements Ecclestone is obliged to make about  what  her work 
is not  claim ing or alleging (2007: 467) . There is a pressing need for further, 
wide ranging research in this area, and this should begin with an explorat ion 
of the im pact  of specific,  formal init iat ives, such as personalised learning. 
Research is also necessary to explore the impact  on teaching, learning and 
assessment  of the nurtur ing ethos which is so evident  amongst  staff working 
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in the further educat ion system as well as the tension between teachers’ 
percept ions of students as vulnerable and in need of support , and students 
own percept ions of themselves as agent  indiv iduals. Only by undertaking 
such work can we establish whether therapeut ic educat ion does, in fact , have 
the magical propert ies of the tears of the Phoenix and the ability to ‘cure’ the 
ills of further educat ion, or whether many of the beliefs and pract ices 
associated with it  in fact  belong where the Phoenix or iginates, in the land of 
myth and legend. 
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